POLAND AND HER NEIGHBOURS
brutal and unintelligent prince. The mutual aversion of
the two was a strong and a natural one ; and Catherine,
a stranger to Russia and married to a detested husband,
had a difficult role to fill. She first sought to make
friends and adherents in her new surroundings. She
applied herself with energy to the task of learning the
Russian language. She cast off her old environment
and everything likely to identify her with it. She
became more Russian than the Russians themselves.
The task of self-education to Tifhich she applied herself
was from the beginning a congenial one. The range of
her reading and study soon became remarkably wide;
and she established personal relations with many of the
most advanced thinkers of the day, in every part of
Europe. When she was thirty, and after a series of erotic
adventures, she made Gregori Orloff her favourite for
political reasons; and with his aid and compliance she
formed a party which centred in herself and her am-
bitions. Her husband succeeded to the throne in 1762,
and at once fell under the influence of Frederick the Great,
King of Prussia. It was notorious, however, that he
intended to divorce Catherine, and send her to spend the
rest of her days in a monastery. A number of persons
and influences, all adroitly manipulated by Catherine,
engaged in a conspiracy against Peter. It ended in his
deposition and murder, through the instrumentality of
the Orloff family; and Catherine ascended the throne.
Many portraits, true and traditional, have been left
of this remarkable woman. They are all unanimous in
the matter of her considerable physical attractions, her
intellectual power, and the amazing complexity of her
personality. Her whiteness of skin, her wit, her gaiety,
her vivacity have each furnished subject for praise from
the most fastidious of her age, of whatever sex. Her
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